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Introduction of Photographic Material: 
Photos of the Lost Decorative Ivory Plaques of the Begram 
Archeological Site 


Miwako MATSUDAIRA 


Begram is an archeological site located 60 km to the north of Afghanistan’s capital, Kabul. In 
1937 and 1939, the Délégation archéologique francgaise en Afghanistan (DAFA) excavated 
the site and, in addition to uncovering bronze statues, plaster medallions and glasswares from 
the Roman Empire, found many decorative plaques made of ivory or bone. It was established 
that Begram was the summer capital of the Kushan Empire from the 1“ to the 3" century 
A.D.. These plaques were originally affixed to the exterior of some wooden furnitures(1 Sofa, 
7 Chairs, 13 Foot stools), but the wooden parts have completely disappeared and the 
discovered decorative plaques were scattered. 

The discovered decorative ivory and bone plaques were devided between the National 
Museum of Afghanistan (Kabul Museum) and Musée Guimet in Paris. But the decorative 
plaques in the former’s possession disappeared amidst the invasion of Afghanistan by the 
Soviet Union in 1979 and the subsequent civil war. Fortunately, some of the plaques are 
being discovered (beginning in 2004) and have been on display in international exhibitions, 
but the whereabouts of the remaining decorative plaques are still unknown. 

The photos of the lost decorative ivory and bone plaques were taken by Mr. Isao Kurita’ in 
Pakistan in 2001. This report introduces these valuable photos and attempts to find the 
original position of each plaque on the basis of the documentation of furniture reconstruction 
published in Mémoires de la Délégation archéologique francaise en Afghanistan (MDAFA), 
Tome XI’. 


Sofa 34 
In the documents of MDAFA, we find only one long sofa. The back of Sofa 34 was decorated 
on both sides with plaques or friezes of ivory and bone. P. Hamelin, a member of DAFA, 
drew the dessin of the reconstruction. The pieces shown in Figs. 1~14 originally belonged to 
Sofa 34. 


Eurasian Art Gallery, Tokyo. 
J.Hackin, J.R.Hackin, J.Carl et P/Hamelin , Nouvelles recherches archéologiques a Begram, MDAFA, Tome 
XI, planches, Paris, 1954. 
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Reconstruction of the back of Sofa 34 by P. Hamelin (MDAFA, XI, Planches, Fig. 641) 


Fig. 1 (BA001-0001)° H. 0.44m, W. 0.145m, carved ivory, MDAFA, XI, fig. 9, 165 

One of the large decorative plaques that make up the exterior face of Sofa 34. Two women 
wearing Indian accessories stand under an Indian arch. Two pillars on both sides of the gate 
have animal-style capitals. 


Fig. 2 (BA001-0016) 
Above the two women in the plaque of Fig. 1, an Indian arch depicts a row of elephants and a 
flat representation of a feline and a bird. The capitals are decorated with winged lions. 


Fig. 3 (BA001-0002) 

The two women of the decorative plaque shown in Fig. 1. The woman on the right has a 
mirror and she seems to be doing her make up. The woman on the left accompanies her. Both 
are shown wearing Indian broad bracelets and anklets; their hair is arranged in loops and 
buns. 


Fig. 4 (SL004-0007) H. 0.44m, W. 0.165m, carved ivory, MDAFA, XI, fig.10 
Another decorative plaque from Sofa 34. Two women and a small girl are carved in open 
work on the center plaque. The woman on the left is taking care of the child. 


Fig. 5 (BA001-0014) 
Above the center plaque of Fig. 4, two arches with curtains can be seen. Here we can see the 
traces of pigments. On the upper tympanum, a cat and a bird are shown. 


Fig. 6 (BA001-0059) H. 0.159m, ivory, high relief, partly open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 62 
A decorative plaque from Sofa 34. It depicts a woman standing under a torana. She is 
wearing an Indian striped lower garment (dhoti). 


“ Photograph Number by Mr.Isao Kurita. 
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Fig. 7 (BA001-0082) H. 0.16m, W. 0.18m, ivory, high relief, partly open work, MDAFA, XI, 
fig. 63 

This plaque was mounted on the interior face of the back of Sofa 34. Two women are 
standing under an Indian arch. Between the arches, balustrades (vedika) are shown. 


Fig. 8 (BA001-0086) H. 0.072m, ivory or bone, high relief, partly open work, MDAFA, XI, 
fig. 184 
A decorative frieze from Sofa 34 with balustrades (vedika) and a row of garudas. 


Fig. 9 (BA001-0035) H. 0.072m, ivory or bone, high relief, partly open work. 
A decorative frieze of balustrades (vedika) with a row of garudas. Between the garudas, 
knots of Hercules can be seen. 


Fig. 10 (BA001-0060) H. 0.043m, ivory or bone 
A decorative frieze from Sofa 34. Serpent-like makaras are shown, each swallowing the tail 
of the preceding one. In between them, men and women are seated with their legs apart. 


Fig. 11 (BA001-0053) H. 0.06m, W. 0.156m, engraved ivory, MDAFA, XI, fig. 202 
A decorative frieze from Sofa 34 with a cat (or a dog) attacking a bird. 


Fig. 12 (SL003-0004) H. 0.04m, W. 0.18m, engraved ivory, MDAFA, XI, fig. 205 
Decorative friezes from Sofa 34 showing two pairs of birds facing each other and a peacock. 


Fig. 13 (BA001-0056) H. 0.028m, W. 0.03m, bone, MDAFA, XI, fig. 71 
A small yaksa-atlas from Sofa 34. One of the 24 similarly-styled pieces composing the 
decorative band at the back of the Sofa. 


Fig. 14 (SL003-0005) H. 0.196m, W. 0.06m, incised bone, MDAFA, XI, fig. 194 

A decorative pillar from Sofa 34. The motifs are purnaghata (urn of plenty), two makaras 
facing each other, and a tiger sitting among asoka leaves. Traces of red pigment survive in the 
background. 


Chair 5 

Fig. 15(SL001-0001) H. 0.045m, ivory open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 34 

Fig. 16 (SL001-0004) ivory open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 34 

Fig. 17 (SL001-0005) ivory open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 34 

Fig. 18 (SL001-0006) ivory open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 34 

Fig. 19 (BA001-0057, 0058) 

The high back of Chair 5 is decorated on both sides by five ornamental bands. On the fourth 
ornamental band, small figures playing musical instruments can be seen. 
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Reconstruction of the back of Chair 5 by P. Hamelin (MDAFA, IX, Planches, Fig. 637) 


Chair 55 


Fig. 20 (SL003-0007 ) H. 0.12m, W. 0.072m, engraved ivory, MDAFA, XI, fig. 99 
The back of Chair 55 is decorated with plaques showing two women. The woman on the left 
is holding a spear, while the small woman on the right has a reticule. Red pigment survives. 


Chair 2 


The DAFA found some more backs of chairs in Begram (Chairs 2, 3, 1 & 4). P. Hamelin 
reconstructed these backs too, in spite of their poor condition. 


Reconstruction of the back of Chair 2 by P. Hamelin (MDAFA, XI, Planches, Fig. 638) 
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Fig. 21 (BA001-0098) H. 0.125m, W. 0.076m, ivory or bone, open work, very poor condition 
A decorative plaque from Chair 2. In a rectangular frame, two women are standing under the 
arch; one of them has a parrot on her shoulder. This decorative plaque is carved on both sides. 


Fig. 22 (BA001-0078) ivory or bone, MDAFA, XI, fig. 43 
A decorative plaque from Chair 2. In a rectangular frame, a woman is standing with her legs 
crossed. This plaque is carved on both sides. 


Fig. 23 (BA001-0097) H. 0.122m, ivory or bone, open work 
A decorative plaque of Chair 2. Under an Indian gate, a woman is dancing. The woman on 
the right is lost. 


Fig. 24 (BA001-0036) H. 0.061m, W. 0.148m, ivory, open work 

Fig. 25 (BA001-0034) H. 0.061m, W. 0.149m, ivory, open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 172 

Fig. 26 (SL004-0016) H. 0.061m, W. 0.15m, ivory, open work 

Decorative friezes from Chair 2. In a frame of horizontal palmettes separated by garuda 
heads, pairs of women are reclining on couches and chatting. 


Fig. 27 (SL003-0009) H. 0.061m, W. 0.143m, ivory, open work 

Fig. 28 (SL003-0023) H. 0.061m, W. 0.15m, ivory, open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 171 

Part of a long decorative frieze from Chair 2. In a frame of horizontal palmettes separated by 
garuda heads, pairs of women are sitting and reclining. 


Fig. 29 (SL004-0011) H. 0.074m, W. 0.119m, ivory or bone 

This plaque, which decorates the upper part of Chair 2, depicts a mysterious scene. The man 
on the right wears a shawl over his shoulder, and the man on the left carries a long stick with 
a large bloom. There remain traces of red and black pigments in the incised plural outlines. 


Fig. 30 (SL006-0024) H. 0.12m, W. 0.054m, engraved bone, MDAFA, XI, fig. 192 

A decorative plaque ornamenting the feet of Chair 2. A vaksa is squatting with his hands on 
his hips. Traces of red and black pigment used remain in the background and the outlines. 
This plaque is fortunately revealed, and now ready for repatriation to Kabul Museum. 


Chair 3 

Fig. 31 (BA001-0037) H. 0.063m, W. 0.073m, ivory or bone, open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 
186 

Oval frames with an elephant walking to the left and a group of gazelles. 


Fig. 32 (SL006-0008) H. 0.072m W. 0.129m, carved ivory, open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 189 


Within two oval frames, a pair of lions are shown. An Indian elephant walks to the right. This 
plaque is revealed and now ready for repatriation to Kabul Museum. 
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Reconstruction of the back of Chair 3 by P. Hamelin (MDAFA, XI, Planches, Fig. 640) 


Chairs 1 & 4 
Chairs | & 4 were badly damaged with their pieces lying on top of one another. Several types 


of women are depicted in scenes from the royal court. 


Fig. 33 (DSC-3682s) H.(plaque) 0.208m, W.(plaque) 0.144m, incised ivory, partly carved, 


MDAFA, XI, fig. 17, 23 
A decorative plaque from Chairs 1 & 4 showing three women. A woman sits on a large chair. 


In front of her, two maidservants are shown. One sits on a stool, and the other holds a basin. 
Traces of red and black used remain in the outlines. 
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Reconstruction of the back of Chairs 1&4 by P. Hamelin (MDAFA, XI, planches, Fig. 644) 


Fig. 34 (BA001-0013) H. 0.415m, W. 0.23m, engraved and carved ivory, MDAFA, XI, fig. 


15, 164, 665 
A decorative plaque with a complete architectural pattern. The capitals are decorated with 


leogryphs or winged bulls. On the central plaque, a woman is sitting accompanied by two 


maidservants, perhaps preparing for a feast. 
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Fig. 35 (BA001-0042) H. 0.135m, W. 0.08m, ivory, open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 79 
A decorative plaque from Chairs 1 & 4. Under a torana gate, two women are standing in a 
relaxed pose. This plaque is supposed to attach to another plaque showing a torana. 


Fig. 36 (SL006-0001) H. 0.136m, W. 0.075m, ivory, open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 66 
A woman is standing under a torana. She is clutching a branch of the asoka tree. This 
decorative plaque is fortunately revealed and now ready for repatriation to Kabul Museum. 


Fig. 37 (BA001-0033) H. 0.077m, W. 0.175m, engraved ivory, MDAFA, XI, fig. 92 
A decorative plaque from Chairs 1 & 4. It shows entwined cobras with multiple hoods. Red 
and black colors remain. 


Fig. 38 (BA001-0081) H. 0.134m, W. 0.105m, ivory, open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 86 
A decorative plaque from Chairs 1 & 4. Under an Indian gate, two women are standing. The 
woman on the left is touching a small wicker table with her right hand. 


Fig. 39 (BA001-0083) H. 0.086m, W. 0.158m, ivory. open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 135 

A decorative plaque from Chairs 1 & 4, depicting a scene from the royal court. A woman is 
reclining on a bed, while three other women are standing at the back. The scene is bordered 
below by a band with stylized flowers. 


Fig. 40 (SL006-0013) H. 0.077m, W. 0.142m, ivory, open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 148 

This decorative plaque from Chairs 1 & 4 was found in a fragmentary state. Five women are 
sitting and playing musical instruments, wearing Indian clothes and accessories. Traces of red 
and blue pigment survive on the quatrefoil petals of the bottom border. This plaque is 
revealed and now ready for repatriation to Kabul Museum. 


Fig. 41 (SL004-0010) H. 0.135m, W. 0.121m, ivory, open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 79 
A decorative plaque from Chairs 1 & 4. Under an Indian gate, two women are standing in a 
relaxed manner. 


Fig. 42 (SL003-0021) H. 0.135m, W. 0.188m, ivory, open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 88 

A decorative plaque depicting women standing under gates. The two women on the left are 
standing under an Indian gate, while on the right, partially damaged, is a woman standing 
under a forana. 


Fig. 43 (SL003-0008) H. 0.082m, W. 0.197m, ivory, open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 129 
A scene from the royal court. Five women are sitting, dancing or playing musical instru- 
ments. On the right an Indian gate and part of a balustrade are shown. 


Fig. 44 (SL004-0004) H. 0.127m, W. 0.046m, incised bone, MDAFA, XI, fig. 218 (left); H. 
0.138m, W. 0.066m, incised bone (right) 

These are the decorative pillars of Chairs 1 & 4. Vines of asoka with corymbs and foliage. 
Traces of red pigment remain (left). From bottom to top: a bird facing to the right, tri-ratna 


283 


PDF Version: ARIRIAB XX (2017) 


(three Jewels of Buddhism: the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha), and decorative foliage 
(right). 


Foot stool I 

Fig. 45 (SL005-0007) H. 0.077m, W. 0.059m, incised bone 

Fig. 46 (SL005-0005) H. 0.078m, W. 0.071m, incised bone, MDAFA, XI, fig. 84 

Fig. 47 (SL005-0010) H. 0.068m, W. 0.059m, incised bone, MDAFA, XI, fig. 86 

These plaques from Foot stool I represent a woman wearing Indian accessories seated on a 
stool. The contours of the figures are deeply incised into the surface of the plaques. These 
heavy figures have an archaic quality reminiscent of the sculpture of Sanchi in the 1“ century 
A.D.. These plaques are revealed and now ready for repatriation to Kabul Museum. 


Fig. 48 (SL006-0010) H. 0.059m, W. 0.086m, incised bone, MDAFA, IX, fig. 92 

A crested bird standing on a lotus. Traces of red pigment survive on the wing, and traces of 
black pigment survive on the outline. This plaque is revealed and now ready for repatriation 
to Kabul Museum. 


Foot stool V 

Fig. 49 (SL006-0018) H. 0.078m, W. 0.093m, incised bone, MDAFA, IX, fig. 127 

Fig. 50 (SL006-0022) H. 0.087m, W. 0.91m, incised bone 

Fig. 51 (SL006-0015) H. 0.078m, W. 0.093m, incised bone, MDAFA, IX, fig. 128 

These are decorative plaques from Foot stool V, each with a duck or makara within a border 
of wavy lines. They are revealed and now ready for repatriation to Kabul Museum. 


Foot stool VIII 

Fig. 52 (SL003-0010) H. 0.093m, W. 0.071m, engraved bone, MDAFA, IX, fig. 150 

A semicircular decorative plaque from Foot stool VII with a lion-griffin standing. On the 
body of the animal we can see geometric marks representing its muscles. 


Foot stool IX 

The plaques from Foot stool IX are the most important and famous of all the plaques found at 
Begram. We can find here the style of the Roman Empire mixed with an Indian style. In 
addition, the techniques used in this series are highly advanced. 


Fig. 53 (SL005-0001) H. 0.16m, incised ivory, MDAFA, IX, fig. 155 

A decorative plaque from Foot stool [X. A woman is shown walking under a tree in bloom 
with her eyes glancing sideways. She is wearing gorgeous Indian accessories. This plaque is 
fortunately revealed and now ready for repatriation to Kabul Museum. 


Fig. 54 (SL006-0019) H. 0.067m, incised ivory, MDAFA, IX, fig. 167 
One of the plaques decorating the side of Foot stool IX. A fantastic animal is shown, 
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resembling a lion with a ram’s horn. 


Reconstruction of Foot Stool [IX by P. Hamelin (MDAFA, XI, Planches, Fig. 649) 


Foot stool XI 

Fig. 55 (SL003-0018) H. 0.12m, W. 0.281m, engraved ivory, MDAFA, IX, fig. 192, 193 

This plaque from Foot stool XI is partially damaged. On the left three women are wearing 
Indian clothes (dhotis), which retain their red color. On the right, a woman is standing under a 
torana. 


Fig. 56 (SL003-0016) H. 0.078m, W. 0.152m, incised bone, MDAFA, IX, fig. 82 
A standing griffin with geometric marks on its body. Traces of red pigment remain. 


Foot stool XIII 
Fig. 57 (BA001-0092) H. 0.041m, W. 0.117m, bone, open work 
Two fragments of a decorative frieze showing flying ducks. 


Fragments 
Fig. 58 (BA001-0091) H. 0.027m, incised bone, MDAFA, XI, fig. 207 
A decorative frieze depicting a duck swimming in a lotus pond. 


Fig. 59 (BA001-0100) H. 0.085m, W. 0.152m, ivory, open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 114 
In a rectangular frame decorated with quatrefoils, an elephant is kneeling to the right. Two 
women are seated on the elephant’s back. On the left, two women are standing. 


Fig. 60 (SL006-0004) H. 0.09m, W. 0.12m, carved ivory, high relief 
In a rectangular frame decorated with a wave motif, an elephant is kneeling to the right. 
Three women are on its back. This plaque is fortunately revealed and now ready for 
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repatriation to Kabul Museum. 


Fig. 61 (SL003-0022) H. 0.054m, W. 0.235m, carved ivory, open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 175 
A decorative plaque with makaras and birds. The tails of the makaras have been caught by a 
fantastic creature with a human face (a Triton). 


Fig. 62 (SL003-0019) H. 0.102m, W. 0.08m, engraved ivory, MDAFA, IX, fig. 107 
Under an asoka tree, two women are standing wearing Indian striped lower garments. Traces 
of red pigment remain. 


Fig. 63 (SL005-0004) H. 0.074m, W. 0.044m, incised ivory 
A decorative plaque showing a woman wearing Indian accessories with a parrot on her 
shoulder. There are traces of black pigment in the incised outline. 


Fig. 64 (SL006-0005) H. 0.086m, W. 0.033m, ivory, open work 
A decorative plaque with a woman holding a spear. This plaque seems to be part of a much 
larger composition. 


Fig. 65 (SL006-0014) H. 0.053m, W. 0.196m, ivory, open work, MDAFA, XI, fig. 236 

This plaque is fragmentary and in poor condition. Women are shown riding mythical beasts. 
This plaque also forms part of a larger composition. The plaques (Figs. 63-65) are fortunately 
revealed and now ready for repatriation to Kabul Museum. 


This report introduces the photos taken by Mr. Isao Kurita of the currently lost decorative 
plaques made of ivory or bone from the archeological site of Begram. These plaques covered 
the exterior of some furnitures through a variety of techniques, and many of them display 
images of Indian women with Indian wears and accessories. It is believed that these plaques 
were made in India, but no such ivory carvings have been discovered in India itself. The 
Begram decorative plaques are important artifacts for clarifying the state of ivory production 
in India from the 1“ to the 3“ century A.D.. The decorative plaques in Mr. Kurita’s photos are 
severely worn, but these photos establish that the lost decorative plaques do exist. These 
plaques are currently gradually being rediscovered and, in fact, while writing this report, I 
have been informed of another rediscovery. I sincerely hope that in the near future, all the 
decorative ivory plaques from Begram will have rediscovered so that we will then be able to 
clarify the whole story. 

I express my sincere thanks to Mr. Isao Kurita and Professor Seishi Karashima of Soka 
University for giving me the opportunity to introduce these valuable photos. 
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